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I. Introduction 

Adult male rural out-migrants are an important labour group in all the urban areas in India. Many of 

them live in the urban destinations as singles leaving their wives, children and parents in the native places. They 

maintain links with their kith and kin left behind through visits, communications and remittances. Such links are 

important threads although they are not enough compensation for the emotional deficiency and care vacuum 

created by their absence for those left behind. Adult male migration from the rural areas may make heavy 

demand on women who are left behind and are required to shoulder all household responsibilities and 

production activities. One should no doubt appreciate the increasing role of women in decision making and the 

resultant women empowerment in migrant households but at the same time the mounting pressure of such 

responsibilities and the forced work they have to do in agriculture and elsewhere should not be lost sight of. 

Both women and children may face tighter time schedules and the probability of having children to work rather 

than to read may increase with migration. 

 

II. Review of literature 

The issue of men’s migration and the resultant impact on their non-migrating wives has received 

considerable research attention in the recent years. Broadly speaking, consequent upon the migration of male 

members, females enjoy higher autonomy and act independently in taking different important decisions in the 

households (Synder, 1993;Hadi, 2001;Ennaji and Sidiqui 2004; Manjivor and Agadjanian,2007;Radel and 

Scheneker, 2004) including long term decisions of children’s education and they enjoy greater physical mobility 

and freedom than women living with their husbands. In fact, migration has a substantial effect on women’s lives 

if they do not live in an extended household (Desai and Banerjee,2008). Their freedom, autonomy and decision 

making power are greater in nuclear families ( Abadan,1997). 

In rural settings, left-behind women take a primary role in important agricultural decisions ( 

Gordon,1981; Bohen, 2008); they are de facto household heads and execute various responsibilities such as 

hiring and supervision of agricultural labour and in some cases they have emerged as the bread earner in 

addition to increased familial and domestic responsibilities (Jately ,1987). Men’s migration increases the female 

autonomy by promoting the wives’ labour force participation (Durand and Massey,2004) compared to the wives 

of non-migrants. A study in the Sanfransisco Bay area of Mexico has shown that the migration of men typically 

entails expansion of their wives’ acquisition of skills in tasks not traditionally undertaken by women 

(Hindagneu-Sotelo,1992).Husbands’ absence forces/frees wives to take on roles that they would not normally 

undertake(Hugo,2000). 

There are also some negative impacts on left-behind women due to male migration which are worth 

noting. Women have to bear higher strain and stress due to increased management responsibilities (Roy and 

Nangia, 2005),the strain being the greatest for woman whose husband stays away the longest 

(Gordon,1981).Untold economic difficulty is imposed on the women when the migrant did not find any job at 

the destination area ( Ennaji and Sidiqui 2004). Migration also imposed increased economic burden on the 
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women when remittances sent by the migrants are limited and irregular (Kothari,2003) and in some cases the 

work load on them increases to compensate for the migrant’s farm labour (Paris et al., 2005). 

Other negative effects of male migration include the probability of divorce ( Ennaji and Sidique ,2004), higher 

reproductive morbidity for women (Roy and Nangia,2005),decrease in fertility (Bongaarats et 

al.,1984;Menkan,1979;Linstrom and Saucedo,2002),disintegration of family and misguidance of children 

(Synder,1993),loneliness (Zachariah et al.,2001) and decreased social support and networks (Kothari ,2003;Roy 

and Nangia,2005). Besides, child rearing can result in a decrease in much acclaimed women’s autonomy and 

independence (Stainberg,1996 and McDonald,1997). 

 

III. The Research Problem 

The above review points to a number of blind spots in existing research. First, the findings are mixed 

and diverse obviously because they are context and area specific studies. Second, the literature survey exposes 

the limited attention of researchers to the issues of the women who are left behind. Third, the issue has been 

totally neglected by the scholars in whatever limited works they have done in respect of rural-urban migration in 

the Odisha context. There is thus a need for filling these research gaps and hence the present study. 

 

IV. Objectives, Database and Methodology 

Against this backdrop, the present paper seeks to analyze and explain the increase in responsibility of  

women and their empowerment due to male migration on the basis of a sample survey of 200 rural households 

in a coastal district in Odisha, India. Data for this study were collected by the authors by canvassing a structured 

questionnaire. A five stage simple random sampling procedure was adopted for the purpose. The district, the 

blocks, the gram panchayats, the villages and the households constitute the five stages in the process. 

Respondents of 100 migrant households,50 returned migrant households and 50 non-migrant households from 

six villages in  Pattamundai, Rajnagar and Marshaghai blocks of Kendrapara district in Odisha were interviewed 

to elicit the required information. Simple statistical tools were used to summarise the information the 

information in quantitative forms and discuss the findings of the survey. 

 

V. Empirical Findings 

Men migration is likely to bring about significant changes in the source area. The separation of the 

adult male migrants from their family members may bring changes in family organization and role and 

responsibilities of women left behind. In the absence of the active male member(s), it is the women who take up 

the responsibilities of managing the households and take important economic and other decisions. In this section 

we have analyzed the role, mobility, workforce participation and empowerment of women who have been left in 

the source areas by their migrant husbands. We have used different indices to analyze the enhancement in 

women’s role in decision making, their autonomy, participation in the labour force and empowerment. The 

formula used for the purpose may be stated as: 

  

 

 

w = Value of weights assigned to the variable  

f = Frequency 

m = Total no. of observations 

A.   Women’s Role in Decision Making 

Consequent upon migration and the absence of the male member(s) in the family, the responsibility of 

the women increases, and more so in case of the nuclear family. Left behind women assume  a greater role in  

decision making process relating to management of households, purchase of assets, education of the children, 

addressing  health related issues and decision regarding different religious and ceremonial activities. Table -1 

shows the decision making variables and related indices. 

Table-1: Decision Making Indices 
Decision Making Variables Women in Migrant 

Sending Households 

Women in Non-Migrant 

Households 

Women in Returned 

Migrant Households 

1 2 3 4 

Day to day Management of 

Household 

3.00 2.10 2.20 

Purchase and sale of  Assets 2.00 1.5 1.6 

Education of the Children 2.65 1.6 1.7 

Health issues of family 

members 

3.00 1.75 1.8 

Marriage of the Children 1.00 1.0 0.9 

Total 2.56 1.59 1.64 

               Source: Primary Survey 
              Note: Calculated average score on decision making indices 

wf
I

m
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The above table contains the calculated average scores on the decision making index. We have focused 

on a decision making index that counts the number of items on which respondents are primary or sole decision 

makers. This index ranges from 0 to 5 with 0 indicating no autonomy in the respective decision domain and 5 

indicating full autonomy. The weights have been assigned to each of the components of the decision process.  

The table reveals that women with migrant husbands have a greater role in household decisions than those 

whose husbands have not migrated and are returned migrants. It is because in the absence of the husband she 

has to mange everything. In case of health issues of the family member(s) including children, the index is very 

high at 3.00 because, the health problem can’t be neglected. So is the case with day-to-day household 

management for which the index value is 3.00 because such decisions are a routine matter and cannot be 

postponed. In the case of children’s education the index is high and estimated to be 2.65. It is because the 

mother has to look after all the educational needs of her children and all the decisions are to be taken by her. 

Purchases and sales of household assets like land and costly consumer durables and marriage of children carry 

lower index values of 2.00 and 1.00 respectively .These involve heavy expenditure transactions and have long 

term  implications and hence require mutual consent and consensus. They are finalized over rounds of 

discussions and /or when the husband visits home. The overall decision making index is 2.56, for women of 

migrant husbands. For women with non-migrant and returned migrant husbands the average index is lower at 

1.59 and 1.64 respectively. The scores are lower for each of the five variables too and are obvious because 

husband’s presence and their roles reduce women’s roles in decision making. 

 

B. Freedom of Movement 

In less developed parts of India with orthodox culture there is restriction on physical mobility of 

women. Many of the Indian women stay back in home and if they go outside they go with their husbands or 

with kith and kin and close relatives. The norms of female seclusion are expressed in ghunghat or purdah and 

even for women who do not practice purdah, there is an expectation that they will seek permission from their 

husband or elderly  family members to go to market place or visit friends ( Bloom et al.,2001).We have studied 

this aspect in our survey with focus on women whose husbands migrated. Table-2 shows the women mobility 

and freedom index. 

Table-2: Women Mobility Index 
Nature of Movement Women in Migrant 

Sending Households 

Women in Non-Migrant 

Households 

Women in Returned 

Migrant Households 

1 2 3 4 

Visit to the  Market Place 1.60 0.75 0.80 

Visit to  Friends/Relatives 2.00 0.50 0.55 

Visit to the Doctor 2.30 1.00 1.25 

Total 1.96 0.75 0.86 

                Source: Primary Survey 

We have taken three most important movements of the women like, going to the market place, visiting 

the friends and relatives and visiting the doctors during illness on the basis of an index which ranges from 0 to 3. 

The women who do not need any permission to visit different places were assigned the highest weight 3 and 

those who move with someone in the family or take permission before moving are assigned lower weights .The 

above table reveals that women autonomy index in the case of women in migrant sending households is greater 

than that for the women in non -migrant households. In the absence of the husband(s) in the family the female 

members go the market to purchase the day-to-day requirements. But the index i.e., 1.60 is not so high because 

sometimes the women with migrant husbands take the help of neighbors in purchasing different goods and 

commodities from the market. The women who live with their family members rarely go outside to do 

marketing. So far as the visit to the friends and relatives is concerned the index value is higher at 2.00. Women 

with migrant husbands visited the friends and relatives’ houses during various religious activities and 

ceremonial functions. But the index value is low in the case of women who live with their husbands. The male 

members preferred to visit the market places regularly so also they visited their relatives and friends. Health 

being the emergency case, for women of migrant households, visits to the doctor has the highest index. The 

overall autonomy index value for the women in migrant households is high at 1.96 on the 0-3 scale. Viewed 

from the standpoint of individual autonomy variables and in the aggregate, women of migrant households have 

the highest autonomy index score followed by those of returned migrants’ and non-migrant households for the 

reasons stated above.  

 

C.  Women’s Labour Force Participation 

 Females constitute a vital segment of the total population of the country and their share is far greater in 

the rural areas as compared to urban areas. They are gaining not only numerically but also qualitatively and their 

number in the workforce has been increasing considerably over time. In this section we have examined women’s 

workforce participation due to male migration. This is measured by whether women worked on the family farm 



Mahendra P. Agasty et al., American International Journal of Research in Humanities, Arts and Social Sciences,  7(1), June-August, 2014, 

pp. 28-33 

 

AIJRHASS 14-513; © 2014, AIJRHASS All Rights Reserved                                                                                                  Page 31 

/ family business, looked after the animals or participated in any kind of wage work. We have given zero weight 

if a woman does  not participate in any kind of work and a weight of  1 for  those who are engaged in family 

farm or business or look after the animals  Table-3 shows the women labour force participation index on a 0 to 1 

scale. 

Table-3: Women Labour Force Participation Index 
Nature of Work Women in Migrant 

Sending Households 

Women in Non-Migrant 

Households 

Women in Returned 

Migrant Households 

1 2 2 3 

Family Farm 0.80 0.34 0.36 

Family Business 0.53 0.32 0.35 

Animal Care 0.97 0.52 0.49 

Wage Work 0.10 0.18 0.17 

All 0.60 0.34 0.37 

              Source: Primary Survey 

From the above table we find that the labor force participation rate in the case of women in migrant 

households is greater (0.60) than that for women of non-migrant households (0.34) and   the returned migrant 

households (0.37).  Due to the absence of the male member(s) in the family the women took part in production 

activity and are engaged in agriculture and other related works. It is also found that in each individual case the 

labour force participation index of women in migrant households is greater than those of the women of the other 

two household categories. From our interviews with the respondents it surfaced that many of the women from 

migrant households took part in agricultural activity because of shortage of farm labor and increase in farm 

wage rate. But the incidence is much less in the non-migrant and returned migrant households. We have the 

same scenario in case of managing family business. In the rural areas most of the families have the livestock. It 

is the women folk who take care of them. So the index value is higher in the case of all the women. But the 

responsibility to manage the livestock increases with the migration of male members. This is reflected in the 

high index value for women in migrant households (0.97).  Surprisingly the women of migrant household are 

less engaged in different wage work activities in comparison to the other two groups. Due to their increasing 

involvement in family based economic activities, they don’t find any time to work for wages.   

 

D.  Women Empowerment and Migration 

After the male members migrated from the family, aged people, children and women folk are left 

behind. In the absence of the active members in the household, it is the women who come forward to take the 

responsibility. It has been observed in our discussions earlier that the women of migrant households have to take 

important decisions on major issues and enjoy freedom of mobility. But this is not sufficient to conclude that 

women of migrant households are more empowered. In addition to taking certain decisions there are other areas 

where the test is to be conducted to know whether the empowerment has actually taken place or not.  In this 

section we have made an attempt to measure women’s empowerment in the study area across the three 

categories of households. We have designed a survey based index on the basis of 10 indicators for the purpose. 

For the sake of simplicity all indicators are assigned equal weights. The index is constructed on a 0-10 scale, 0 

indicating complete disempowerment and 10, full empowerment. The closer the score value lies to 10, the 

greater is the extent of empowerment and vice versa. Scores are decided on the basis of the response of the 

respondent to each of the indicators. The indicators chosen for the purpose and the alternative responses against 

each are given in Table-4.  

Table-4: Indicator of Women Empowerment 
Indicators Alternative Responses 

1 2 3 4 5 
Purchase and sale of 

Assets 

Full Autonomy and 

decision is 
communicated only 

Husband and senior 

members consulted in most 
of the cases 

Husband and senior  

members consulted 
Occasionally 

Husband and senior  

members consulted in 
all Cases 

Access to Credit Obtained whenever 

required 

Obtained  most of the time Obtained on some of 

the/few Cases 

Not obtained at all 

Education of 

Children 

Full Autonomy and 

decision is 

communicated only 

Husband and senior 

members consulted in most 

of the cases 

Husband and senior  

members consulted 

Occasionally 

Husband and senior 

members consulted in 

all Cases 

Addressing Child 

Health issues 

Full Autonomy and 
decision is 

communicated only 

Husband and senior 
members consulted in most 

of the cases 

Husband and senior 
members consulted 

Occasionally 

Husband and senior  
members consulted in 

all Cases 

Home Management Full Autonomy and 
decision is 

communicated only 

Husband and senior 
members consulted in most 

of the cases 

Husband and senior  
members consulted 

Occasionally 

Husband and senior  
members consulted in 

all Cases 

Marriage of 

Children 

Full Autonomy and 
decision is 

communicated only 

Husband and senior 
members consulted in most 

of the cases 

Husband and senior  
members consulted 

Occasionally 

Husband and senior  
members consulted in 

all Cases 
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Group/Community 

Activity 

Full Autonomy and 

decision is 
communicated only 

Husband and senior 

members consulted in most 
of the cases 

Husband and senior  

members consulted 
Occasionally 

Husband and senior  

members consulted in 
all Cases 

Political 

Participation 

(Voting, contesting 

election and 

supporting 

candidates) 

Full Autonomy and 

decision is 

communicated only 

Husband and senior 

members consulted in most 

of the cases 

Husband and senior 

members consulted 

Occasionally 

Husband and senior  

members consulted in 

all Cases 

Freedom of 

Movement 

Full Autonomy and 

decision is 

communicated only 

Husband and senior 

members consulted in most 

of the cases 

Husband and senior  

members consulted 

Occasionally 

Husband and senior  

members consulted in 

all Cases 

Self-esteem Fully Satisfied Very Satisfied So so Not  Satisfied at all 

   Source: Primary Survey 
   Note: 1: The first response is assigned  10,the second-6, the third -4, and the fourth-0. 

          2: Among the women of the migrant households only views of  the wives left behind have been considered. 

The women’s empowerment index for each of the three categories of households is estimated by the following 

formula: 

E = e + d (a),Where E = Extent of empowerment, e = percentage of women who are fully empowered i.e. 

women who have reported minimum of 60 per cent scores separately in at least 60% (6) of the ( 10 ) indicators, 

d = percentage of disempowered women i.e. women who do not conform to ‘e’, a = percentage of 

disempowered women having adequate scores i.e. women among “d” with minimum of 60 per cent scores 

separately in at least 30 per cent of the indicators, and  e+d = 100 per cent. Obviously, E can be increased by 

increasing ‘e’ i.e. the percentage of fully empowered women and by raising ‘a’ i.e., empowering the 

disempowered women in a greater percentage of indicators.  

Relevant information is reflected on Table -5. 

Table- 5: Extent of Empowered and Disempowered Women 
Household Category No. Fully Empowered No. Disempowered All Women No. disempowered 

with adequate Scores 

1 2 3 4 5 

Migrant Households 18 

(42.86) 

24 

(57.14) 

42 

(100.00) 

10 

(41.67) 

Returned Migrant 

Households 

13 

(33.33) 

26 

(66.67) 

39 

(100.00) 

8 

(30.77) 

Non-Migrant 

Households 

58 

(29.74) 

137 

(70.26) 

195 

(100.00) 

39 

(28.47) 

All Households 89 

(32.25) 

187 

(67.75) 

276 

(100.00) 

57 

(30.48) 

          Source: Primary data 

        Note: Figures in parentheses at col.2 & 3 are percentages to those at 4 and at 5 are percentages of 3. 

 

We can estimate the extent of empowered women in each of the three household categories by applying the 

formula stated above. The respective values have been found to be 42.86+ (57.14×41.66) = 66.67 per cent for te 

migrant households, 33.33+ (66.67 ×30.76) = 53.84 per cent for the returned migrant households and 29.74 + 

(70.26 ×28.46) = 49.74 per cent for non-migrant households. As a whole 32.2 + (67.75 ×30.48) = 52.90 per cent 

of the women in the sample have been observed to be empowered. 
 

It follows that in the migrant households, women empowerment is the highest (66.67 per cent) 

followed by that in the returned migrant households (53.84 per cent) and non-migrant households (52.90 per 

cent) in that order. This conforms to perceived wisdom and knowledge. 

 

From the above analysis, it may be concluded that women folk of the migrant households shoulder 

greater responsibilities, assume an important role in decision making and have a higher workforce participation 

rate. They also enjoy greater freedom of movement and their overall empowerment is higher in comparison to 

their counterparts in returned migrant and non-migrant households. 

 

VI. Conclusion 

A common characteristic of male worker migration from rural areas in developing countries is that the 

migrants leave behind their wives and children to save money on that account and remit them back to the source 

household for its economic upliftment. Such solo migration and the resultant husbands’ absence at home forces 

and free their wives to take up roles which they would not have normally undertaken had their husbands not 

migrated. It increases their household power and control over household management. The findings of our 

research have made it clear that wives of solo migrants are able to put aside norms of female seclusion because 

the husbands’ absence increases the need for their participation in household affairs. However, in the absence of 

the husbands, the wives’ labour force participation increases to compensate for the loss of husband’s labour on 
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own farms and of their wages, more so when remittances are inadequate and irregular. Additionally, wives also 

take added familial responsibilities. A unique conclusion is that household structure is a key determinant of the 

way husbands’ migration affects non-migrating wives. Wives residing in nuclear families take on higher 

responsibilities and enjoy greater autonomy in comparison to those in migrant sending joint families. 
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